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Making	smart	decisions:	Key	steps	towards	a	typology	for	emergency	communication	
during	natural	hazards	
	
Introduction	
	
Governments,	authorities,	and	organisations	dedicate	significant	resources	to	encourage	
communities	to	prepare	for	and	respond	to	natural	hazards	such	as	cyclones,	earthquakes,	
floods,	and	bushfires.	However,	recent	events,	media	attention,	and	ongoing	academic	research	
continue	to	highlight	cases	of	non‐compliance	including	swift	water	rescues.	Individuals	who	
fail	to	comply	with	instructions	issued	during	natural	hazards	significantly	impede	the	
emergency	response	because	they	divert	resources	to	compliance‐enforcement	and	risk	the	
lives	of	emergency	service	workers	who	may	be	required	to	assist	them.		
	
An	initial	investigation	of	the	field	suggests	several	assumptions	or	practices	that	influence	
emergency	management	policy,	communication	strategy,	and	community	behaviours	during	
natural	hazards:	1)	that	community	members	will	comply	with	instructions	issued	by	
governments	and	agencies	that	represent	the	most	authoritative	voice,	2)	that	communication	
campaigns	are	shaped	by	intuition	rather	than	evidence‐based	approaches	(Wood	et	al.,	2012),	
and	3)	that	emergency	communication	is	linear	and	directional.		
	
This	extended	abstract	represents	the	first	stage	of	a	collaborative	research	project	that	
integrates	industry	and	cross‐disciplinary	perspectives	to	provide	evidence‐based	approaches	
for	emergency	and	risk	communication	during	the	response	and	recovery	phases	of	a	natural	
hazard.	Specifically,	this	abstract	focuses	on	the	approach	taken	and	key	elements	that	will	form	
the	development	of	a	typology	of	compliance‐gaining	messages	during	the	response	phase	of	
natural	hazards,	which	will	be	the	focus	of	the	conference	presentation.		
	
The	problem	of	non‐compliance	
	
In	the	context	of	this	research,	compliance	is	defined	as	an	individual's	explicit	action	in	
response	to	a	communicated	request	by	another	individual,	organisation,	or	entity	(Cialdini	&	
Goldstein,	2004).	Compliance‐gaining	research	is	an	established	field	within	the	communication	
and	psychological	literatures	(Fitch,	1994),	and	has	been	applied	in	classroom	and	health	
contexts	(Burgoon	et	al.,	1987;	Burroughs,	Kearney,	&	Plax,	1989).	Compliance‐gaining	message	
design	has	been	the	focus	of	several	studies	that	have	created	message	classification	systems	
(Kellerman	&	Cole,	1994;	Miller,	Boster,	Roloff,	&	Seibold,	1977).	This	study	extends	existing	
research	by	introducing	a	legal	perspective	to	provide	an	integrated	understanding	of	the	
enablers	for	compliance	in	the	natural	hazards	context.		
	
A	multi‐disciplinary	approach	towards	compliance	during	natural	hazards	creates	the	
opportunity	for	work	that	is	theoretically	interesting	in	three	ways.	First,	while	non‐compliant	
behaviour	is	often	not	in	the	best	interest	of	the	individual	or	community,	non‐compliance	is	not	
necessarily	malicious	or	even	intentional.	During	natural	hazards,	people	may	not	behave	
appropriately	because	they	are	motivated	to	protect	family,	pets,	or	loved	ones	(Dash	&	
Gladwin,	2007;	Whitehead	et	al.,	2001).	Second,	compliance	is	sought	using	a	mix	of	mandatory	
or	voluntary	positions	(Whitehead,	et	al.,	2001)	issued	through	multiple	channels	over	the	short	
time	span	of	the	hazard	response	phase.	This	highlights	and	requires	balance	between	the	
philosophy	and	limitations	of	current	laws	in	emergency	management,	the	roles	of	first	
responders,	the	concept	of	personal	responsibility,	and	the	expectations	of	society.	Thirdly,	the	
consequences	of	non‐compliance	in	the	natural	hazards	context	are	most	likely	to	be	immediate	
and	negative,	offering	different	perspectives	to	compliance	in	the	classroom	context,	for	
example.	
	
Key	theories	and	concepts	in	compliance‐gaining	research		
	
This	section	describes	the	initial	steps	taken	to	develop	a	typology	of	compliance‐gaining	
messages	during	the	response	phase	of	natural	hazards.	The	approach	integrates	views	from	the	
academy	and	practice	following	input	from	research	partners	in	emergency	services	sectors	
across	Australia.	By	adopting	the	philosophies	of	engaged	scholarship,	the	authors	hope	to	
transfer	research	findings	into	practice.		
	
The	first	step	in	this	process	was	to	review	compliance‐gaining	and	emergency	and	risk	
communication	research	to	identify	key	theoretical	models	that	influence	the	field.	Some	of	the	
key	theories	include	persuasion	and	rhetoric	(see	Miller	et	al.,	1977)	and	protection	motivation	
theory	(Rogers,	1975).	For	example,	protection	motivation	theory	examines	how	individuals	
protect	themselves	when	coping	with	a	hazardous	event,	suggesting	that	that	individuals	will	
appraise	the	severity	and	probability	of	the	threat,	the	efficacy	of	the	instructed	action	and	their	
self‐efficacy	in	performing	that	action,	before	being	persuaded	to	act	in	the	instructed	manner	
(Rogers,	1975).	The	literature	also	identifies	several	information	processing	approaches	or	
learning	models	including	such	as	motive‐opportunity‐ability	(MacInnis,	Moorman,	&	Jaworski,	
1991)	and	the	three‐stage	attention,	knowledge	and	compliance	model	(Laughery	&	Wogalter,	
2014).	For	example,	the	motive‐opportunity‐ability	framework	examines	an	individual's	
motivation,	opportunity,	and	ability	to	perform	a	desired	behaviour,	considering	elements	such	
as	personal	exposure	to	risk,	source	credibility,	and	physical	and	mental	ability	to	perform	a	
compliant	behaviour.	At	a	broad	level,	these	theories	and	information	processing	models	have	
explored	the	factors	that	enable	and	constrain	individual	compliance	with	instructions	or	
directions	leading	to	the	next	stage	of	typology	development.		
	
Secondly,	using	the	same	literature	base	and	guided	by	theories	and	frameworks,	the	individual	
drivers	of	compliance	and	non‐compliance	were	established.	The	mechanisms	underpinning	
this	preliminary	typology	include	individual	differences	and	situational	variables.	Individuals	
will	respond	to	messages	in	different	ways	depending	on	their	characteristics.	These	include	
demographics	(age,	gender,	SES,	education),	personality,	self‐concept,	social	identity,	self‐
efficacy,	and	past	experiences	(Cialdini	&	Goldstein,	2004;	Fitch,	1994;	Glik,	2007),	and	learning	
style	(Sellnow,	Sellnow,	Lane,	&	Littlefield,	2012).	Situational	variation	refers	to	factors	likely	to	
facilitate	or	inhibit	an	individual’s	compliance	with	a	message.	Factors	can	include	hazard	
specific	factors	(strength	of	the	hazard),	the	strength	of	relationships	with	others	involved,	the	
individual’s	perceived	right	to	resist	compliance,	and	the	benefits	to	the	individual	and	others	
from	the	individual’s	compliance	(Burroughs,	et	al.,	1989;	Fitch,	1994;	Whitehead,	et	al.,	2001).		
	
The	third	step	in	the	typology	development	was	to	understand	the	existing	message	strategy	
categorisations.	The	primary	strategies	identified	in	this	preliminary	review	include	messages	
that	are:	instructional	(direct,	rational),	a	threat	(negatively	worded,	punishment	for	non‐
compliance,	assertive),	positive	(rewarding	compliance,	moral	appeal,	cooperation),	normative	
(appeals	to	social	consensus)	and/or	appeal	to	self‐concept	(appeals	to	esteem,	self‐feeling,	
labeling),	or	an	appeal	to	reciprocity	(Cody	&	McLaughlin,	1980;	Kellerman	&	Cole,	1994;	
Marwell	&	Schmitt,	1967;	Mileti	&	Fitzpartrick,	1992;	Miller,	et	al.,	1977).		
	
The	fourth	step	in	the	typology	design	is	to	consider	these	elements	within	the	Australian	legal	
framework.	Specifically,	the	framework	will	consider	the	legal	vulnerabilities	or	liabilities	of	
governments	and	first	responders	to	determine	if	the	legal	framework	creates	barriers	or	
enablers	to	effective	communication	during	natural	hazards.		
	
Guiding	principles	and	conclusion		
	
While	the	message	typology	for	the	response	phase	of	natural	hazards	will	be	presented	during	
the	conference,	the	guiding	principles	behind	it	are:	
 Although	some	warnings	(e.g.	‘watch	and	act’)	are	established,	messages	can	be	
enhanced	by	contextual	cues	that	appeal	to	individual	differences	and	situational	
variations.	
 Governments	and	agencies,	the	main	funding	bodies	and	authorities	during	natural	
hazards,	may	not	have	the	resources	to	deploy	multiple	tailored	messages	across	all	
channels,	suggesting	the	need	for	prioritisation.		
 Messages	should	be	located	in	time	and	reflect	the	continuous	nature	of	the	event	by	
identifying	when	people	should	seek	additional	information.	
 Non‐compliance	may	be	attributed	to	a	number	of	causes	and	does	not	necessarily	
represent	deliberate	deviance	by	individuals	or	groups	of	people.		
 Non‐compliance	will	always	exist.		
 Response‐phase	messages	should	adopt	a	longer	perspective	to	consider	community	
behaviour	during	the	immediate	recovery	phase.		
	
These	principles	along	multi‐disciplinary	contributions	from	psychology,	communication,	and	
law	will	inform	the	development	of	a	typology	of	compliance‐gaining	messages	during	the	
response	phase	of	natural	hazards.		
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